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and Stratford was by no means isolated, being not far
from the great market town of Coventry, near Kenil-
worth and Warwick, and only eighty miles from
London.

Shakespeare's England was merry England, At
least, it was probably as near to deserving that adjec-
tive as at any time before or since. There was plenty
of time for amusement. There were public bowling-
greens and archery butts in Stratford, though the cor-
poration was very strict in regard to the hours when
these could be used. Every one enjoyed hunting,
hawking, cock-fighting, bull-baiting, dancing, until the
Puritans found such enjoyments immoral. The youth-
ful Shakespeare acquired an intimate knowledge of
dogs and horses, hunting and falconry, though this
was a gentleman's sport. The highways were full of
ballad singers, beggars, acrobats, and wandering
players. Play-acting of one kind or another had long
been common over most of rural England. Miracle
plays were given at Coventry up to 1580, and bands of
professional actors came to Stratford frequently, and
on their first recorded appearance received their per-
mission to act from the bailiff, John Shakespeare (1568-
1569). There was many a Holofernes or Bottom to
marshal his pupils or fellow-mechanics for an amateur
performance; and Shakespeare may have seen the
most famous of the royal entertainments, that at
Kenilworth in 1575, when Gascoigne recited poetry,
and Leicester, impersonating Deep Desire, addressed